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Abstract 
Kee Thuan Chye in his play Swordfish then The Concubine has reconstructed history in order to situate it into contemporary 
era. He has utilised and manipulated specific historical narratives from the Malay Annals; the second story of Hikayat 
Damang Lebar Daun and the tenth story Hikayat Hang Nadim. The analysis of this play will be based on the tenets of Pierre 
Macherey’s theory of literary production as well as New Historicism. Both of these theories shall be used to justify Kee’s 
notions and views in his act of re-visioning historical narratives. Apart from that, the notions of Bakhtin’s dialogism are 
adopted to study the two main voices, authoritative and resisting, that have emerged in this play. Lastly, the strategies of re-
visioning shall also be adopted in order to explore the representations of Kee’s characters and how these characters are willing 
to break from the norm and tradition when they were awarded with significant voices and agency. It is found that these two 
main voices illustrated by Kee contain concealed speech and dynamic interaction that are engaged in opposition and struggle. 
This multiplicity of voices indicate Kee’s resistance towards authoritative voice and his attempts in reducing authorial power 
as featured in this play.  
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1. Introduction 
Kee Thuan Chye is not a foreign name in the local theatre scene. He is better known for his forthrightness and 
audacious views while expressing his criticism towards any social and political issues in contemporary Malaysia 
scene.  In all of Kee’s plays, he has always accentuated upon the need to be courageous in questioning the 
authority and not to accept anything passively. In all of his plays, Kee has deconstructed significant historical 
events and transposed it into the present context. As he gets critical towards the social and political development 
in Malaysia, he merged and weaved his criticism into the story of his plays and the repetition of history has 
become one of the most common and prevailing themes in his writings. Kee has shown a keen interest on 
selective Malaysia’s historical accounts and he has used the past as the prime setting for him to deliver significant 
contemporary messages to his readers. He was driven to re-write the past as he claimed that the past was written 
and presented according to the manner which does not hurt or affect the reputation of the authority. He claimed 
there are many voices that were left unheard and episodes were ‘conveniently’ forgotten or omitted. 
 
In his play Swordfish then The Concubine, Kee Thuan Chye has reconstructed history in order to situate it into 
contemporary era. He has employed and manipulated specific historical narratives from the Malay Annals; the 
second story of Hikayat Damang Lebar Daun and the tenth story, Hikayat Hang Nadim. The analysis of this play 
will be based on the tenets of Pierre Macherey’s theory of literary production as well as New Historicism. Both 
of these theories shall be used to justify Kee’s notions and views in his act of re-visioning historical narratives. 
Apart from that, notions of Bakhtin’s dialogism are adopted to study the two main voices, authoritative and 
resisting, that have emerged in this play. Lastly, the strategies of re-visioning shall also be adopted in order to 
explore the representations of Kee’s characters and how these characters are willing to break from the norm and 
tradition when they were awarded with significant voices and agency 
 
2. Literature Review 
2.1 Fiction as history or history as fiction? 
    
      To establish the answer for this rhetoric question, Ashcroft (2001) maintains that the idea of history as 
‘fiction’ is a cliché which “mimics the reversal of the binary truth/untruth”. He further argues that;  
 
History is neither the opposite of fiction nor is it simply fictional. History is a method rather than  
a truth…an institutional formalization of the stories we tell ourselves to make sense of our lives 
(86). 
 
 History is a product of “re-memorised memory”. Events are witnessed and personally 
experienced by people and these experiences were stored “as a personalized image or impression in their 
collective or individual memory”. Bishop Stubbs in his Lectures on Early English History says that 
remembering history is important in constructing the sense of identity as “…our own history is our 
memory, and so the recorded history of a nation is the memory of the nation…the strong man and the 
strong nation feel the pulsation of the past in the life of the present” (cited in Ashcroft 2001: 93). History 
and historical fictions are similar in that they are both representations of the past. Both historical and 
literary discourse comprises a fabric of citations and a weave of other texts. History is being manipulated 
and represented similar to how fiction is developed. Each fiction or in this case historical episodes have to 
go through series of processes that involve selecting the events, tone, and point of view in order to 
produce comprehensible historical narratives to the readers. Due to this argument, it is unsurprising to see 
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how certain historical accounts are written with certain point of view in mind as authors are subjected to 
their own biasness and subjectivities.  
  
2.2 The act of re-visioning historical narratives. 
 
 Historical novels fully utilize the notion that historical accounts are fragmented. Therefore, it is only 
natural for the writer to fill the gaps by re-visioning the past according to their own imagination and lenses. In the 
novels, made-up events and characters tell us things “that history books have never told us so clearly,” so as “to 
make history, what happened, more comprehensible”. By re-imagining the past, the novelist thus performs the 
analytical role of the historian, by “not only identifying in the past the causes of what came later, but also tracing 
the process through which those causes began slowly to produce their effects” (Rozett 2002: 47). Spivak (1999) 
further argues that we can change the past. Her cause as cited in Parry (2002) is to invent as “alternative narration 
of colonialism” in which upheaval texts were deconstructed and aimed at “challenging the authority of the 
received historical record and restoring the effaced signs of native consciousness” (38). This view is further 
concurred by Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (1989) in which they claimed that the “revisions of politically critical 
‘history’ question the objective categories of historical discourse itself and expose their formations as culture 
specific rather than universal” (161). The act of re-visioning history is commonly adopted by contemporary 
writers as one for them to reclaim their own history based on their own lenses and perspectives and unconfined 
themselves from the narrow and biased historical representations, for example, from the lenses of the colonialist. 
3. Conceptual framework 
3.1 New Historicism and Macherey’s Theory of Literary Production 
 
 The approach of New Historicism encourages its readers to ask critical questions; “What view or 
understanding of the relevant culture does this text offer?’ and “How does this text contribute to or shape the 
understanding of the culture it represents?” New Historicism relies on the principle that the text is not a static 
artifact instead it is an active participant in a dynamic, changeable culture. Every time someone reads it, he or she 
brings a unique set of experiences and points of view that change the meaning of the text. Historical re-visioning 
is parallel to the notions of New Historicism as it is heavily influenced by the post-modernist assumption that 
history is not concrete and absolute. History is claimed to be narrated and the events of the past remain 
“untenable” (Zhu Gang 2009). Jenkins cited in Cheah (2007) claims that when studying history, we are not 
studying the past instead we are studying what historians have constructed about the past. History is claimed to 
be another form of representation and merely recorded in texts, hence this cause for the actual historical events to 
be lost as its origin is untraceable. A New Historicist reading would encourage the readers to question the past. 
The question of historical truth will always linger at the back of the mind of New Historicists. Historical accounts 
as known today are product of multiple additions to the improvement, interpretation and representation of the 
past knowledge.  
  
 In addition to the approach of New Historicism, Macherey’s Theory of Literary Production shall also be 
utilised to study this play.  These two theories are deemed to be suitable to analyse Kee’s effort in reconstructing 
and re-visioning of history in this play. Armed with the notion that any work of literature is the end product of a 
particular human labour, Macherey proposes that a writer can also be known as a producer who does not merely 
produce narratives from thin air. Each narrative is inspired from “raw materials” that are layered with the 
“producer’s subjectivities resulting from personal experience and formal training; all these undergo 
transformation into something different during the writing process” (Jefferson & Robey 1982: 177).  Based on 
Macherey’s theory, a historical literary text is not a reflection of historical reality, but is mediated by ideology 
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and its literary form due to the nature of history itself that is vulnerable for multiple interpretation, contestation 
and transformation. The producer or the writer has the full authority to determine the direction of his text 
according to the pre-determined intention, objective, ideology, and personal experiences of the producer.  
 
3.2 Bakhtin’s Dialogism 
 
 In order to analyse the different voices that emerge in this play, Bakthin’s dialogism is regarded to be 
the most suitable to further explore and interpret these distinct voices that have made audible by Kee. One of the 
features of Baktin’s dialogic is the struggle and fight for different utterances and voices to be heard. Zawiah 
Yahya (2003) further explained that a character’s single utterances possess a unique and “dynamic interaction” 
that connects the voice of the character and other voices and this interpretation is the highlight of dialogism. 
Apart from the single utterances, any literary works will feature multiplicity of voices or heteroglossia that 
composed of combination of social languages, some of which are engaged in opposition and struggle and these 
feature is used by the author to resist “…unifying authoritative voice” and reduces these authorial power. All 
utterances produced by a speaking person invoke both social language and a speech genre (Wertsch 1991). These 
utterances are “multivocal and dialogic” in which it pays special focus to the variety of ways in which the self as 
authors incorporates the words and voices of the others (Bakhtin 1981: 293). Utterances contain at least two 
voices of the speaking person and the voice of the social language through which it is “ventriloquated”. This 
discourse of these utterances are “…socially charged, dialogically engaged with past, present and future 
audiences and populated by the intentions of the unique speaker” (Bakhtin 1981: 294).  
 
 Hirschkop (1992) in his article Is Dialogism for Real? States that a dialogue occurs when one is willing 
to compromise and negotiate in a give-and-take situation by using language as the best mean to end a dispute 
rather than physical violence. He further elaborates that for a true dialogue to occur, mere statements and 
sentences are not the only transactions that ensue, but “ideas, positions” as one has to be willing to be receptive 
towards what is proffered by one’s interlocutor. This notion is further concurred by Bialostosky  (1986) in which 
dialogics highlight the relations among persons when they articulate their ideas, discover their “mutual affinities 
and oppositions”, provoke to reply, desire to be heard and wish to alter the subject of the dialogue (790). In 
another study by Hocks (1997), Bakthin further emphasis that each character in a novel is a “…free agent whose 
ideas are tested when one is placed in a different context and place with unusual and unexpected conditions” 
causing inevitable collisions of ideas and views (12). People in general possess dialogic imagination when they 
strive to hear and to recognize the mutual bearings in the diverse voices of others and to answer these voices from 
their own point of view. It is vital to acknowledge the opposite view however, it is also equally important not to 
encourage separation. In another words, dialogic notion does not conceive persons as separated from the ideas 
they voice or ideas from the specific texts or contexts of their discourse.  
 
4. Analysis 
The idea of voice expression is one of the prominent concerns being brought forward by Kee in The 
Swordfish, Then the Concubine (henceforth will be known as Swordfish). Articulation of voice is very closely 
related to Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism. Bakhtin cited in Wertsch (1991) has explored extensively the 
connection between the relation of voice and utterances. Voice is claimed to be the manifestation of the speaker’s 
or the writer’s overall perspective and worldview. It represents and bridges the relationship between the author 
and the audience. 
 
In the play Swordfish, Kee features the idea of the continuous battle between dissonant and submissive 
voices as well as the unyielding and authoritative voices as depicted in the interplay of power manipulation. The 
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playwright provides insightful thoughts, dramatically imaginative and critical criticisms on issues surrounding 
contemporary Malaysian society. The play was based upon two stories in the Malay Annals; Hikayat Damang 
Lebar Daun and Hikayat Singapura Dilanggar Todak. These two stories have been re-constructed and re-
visioned by Kee in order to extend his purpose and ideology to his audience. Swordfish takes place during the era 
of 1800 in Singapore under the reign of the Maharaja and later succeeded by his son Sultan Iskandar Shah who is 
portrayed as unjust and incompetent to rule a glorious nation such as Singapore. Swordfish was set against the 
rich elements of supreme Malay royals ruling. As one reads the play, the notion ‘a just king to be obeyed, a cruel 
king to be refuted’ reverberated and echoed as the audience was presented with initially the Maharaja and later 
Sultan Iskandar’s unjust ways of ruling their subjects.  
 
The play opens with the sealing of verbal agreement for the establishment of the ‘Covenant’ between 
Sang Nila Utama and Demang Lemang Daun. The sealing of this agreement indicates the beginning of ‘blind 
obedience’ that later becomes the prime cause for the subjects to fight against in their struggle for their voices to 
be heard. 
 
The Covenant is the mark in which the masses have been objectified as mere subjects and their voices 
would be repressed even if they are being ruled by oppressive rulers. The subjects become the subaltern in a 
society that upholds the traditional belief that the subjects must remain loyal to the rulers in any circumstances. 
Such predicament of the subjects has placed them within an oppressive structure in between the dominance ruling 
elite and ‘lowly’ subservient silenced subjects. The subjects remain voiceless during the sealing of this agreement 
and they were forced to submit to the principles of the vow.  
 
In the first part of the play, Kee has re-visioned and reconstructed the infamous Hikayat Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak and he tells a story of how a small young boy Hang Nadim had managed to save the day with 
his simple yet ingenious solution to such catastrophe. Despite his young age, he was portrayed as someone who is 
matured and able to comprehend beyond his age. He was an ambitious boy who wants to be Sultan so that he 
“…can treat everyone fairly” and to ensure that “…Singapura will never be destroyed”. Even at his young age, 
Hang Nadim realises how the subjects of Singapura are ruled by an unjust king and he understands that without a 
just and fair ruler, Singapura will never be able to survive and remains as a free nation. Due to his ingenious and 
successful plan in overcoming the attack of the Swordfish, the palace officials fear that their power may be 
undermined if people question their abilities in comparison with the youth’s: the people’s feudal loyalty may be 
wane as they recognize that decisions can be made by them and not simply for them. Hang Nadim becomes the 
victim of unfounded fear and suspicion due to his ingenious thinking. He was accused of being “a threat to the 
society” therefore he was sentenced to death punishment “…for the sake of preserving national security” (20). 
Hang Nadim was sentenced to death without the chance of defending himself and his body was left in the field 
for days. The people are not able to stop such cruelty of the Maharaja as they witness Hang Nadim’s death as he 
bleeds out continuously. The ministers of the Maharaja do not allow any further “discussion on the issue” for fear 
that it “will cause tension in society”. His death was ‘accepted’ and even ‘celebrated’ as the “Sultan let our 
people die”. The court ministers remain mute and blind as they “stood and watched” the Sultan’s malicious and 
irrational action.  Here Kee represents the corrupt and even brutal manner in which those in power with traces of  
“residual feudal mentality” might seek to maintain their control at the expense of people’s legitimate input, hence 
inevitably leads to political corruption (Nanney 2009: 77).  
 
At such young age, Hang Nadim was bold and vocal enough to challenge the automatic system of 
succession of being a Sultan. His dream to establish a fair ruling for his people was untimely buried together at 
his death. What Hang Nadim had done is parallel with the notion of dialogism in which he had open a channel of 
communication of ideas and exchanges of voices by challenging the traditional system that has long been curbing 
his people and silencing their voices. Hang Nadim had initiated a “dialogic move” by situating his valiant view 
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and voice to another “field of specific utterances” which was referring to the traditional system of monarch 
ruling.  
 
Being Sultan, the Maharaja is privileged and his subjects remain his lowly servants as he realises that 
“…for no account must a Malay ever turn his face from his Ruler” and their voices were forcefully silent as 
“…Yours is not to reason why”(18) The upholding of the vows made by the Covenant has given the rulers 
infinite power. The voices of the subjects are repressed and any sign of opposition or protestation is considered as 
treason against the Sultan, hence severe punishment awaits.  Maharaja’s unjust ruling was succeeded by his son 
Sultan Iskandar Syah who was still young and overly indulged by his royal’s privileges. The pressure of being a 
young and inadequate Sultan, has driven Iskandar to make many fatal errors during his ruling. Just as how 
Maharaja had caused the death of Hang Nadim, Iskandar too takes up another human sacrifice, Nurhalisa, his 
concubine.  
 
Nurhalisa is a vibrant, high-spirited, 14-year old girl who dares to question and disobey the Sultan. 
Being the daughter of Sang Ranjuna Tapa, the Keeper of Treasury, Nurhalisa also leads a privileged life among 
the royal court officials. Despite being vocal and unwilling to confine herself to the traits of traditional Malay 
women, Nurhalisa is still stringently bound by conservative values as she was promised for marriage to Sultan 
Iskandar. Her vocal self as she questions the traditional ways worries the court officials who perceive her as a 
threat and even more in fear that perhaps she can influence the weak and vulnerable Sultan to change the 
foundation of the long tradition; the Covenant. Even from the beginning, Kee has painted Nurhalisa with the view 
of unconventional portrayal of a woman during her era. She was said to “…to be too clever” for her father and 
even for Sultan Iskandar. She outwitted him by refusing to be her concubine as she believes that “there’s more to 
life than being a concubine. Or even a wife” (23). Every time Nurhalisa was given the floor to speak, she never 
fails to articulate her desire for the ruling government to allow the subjects to speak freely without fear, to debate 
issues for the betterment of her people without worrying that it would be too “sensitive”.  She yearns for a 
“society where there is justice, where you can speak freely without fear of getting detained without trial” (28). 
Her voice of resistance marks the juxtaposition of the past and the present. Once again Kee has consistently 
presented to his audience how the people need to fight for their voices to be heard as well as he has made a pinch 
of critical remarks towards the Internal Security Act (ISA) of Malaysia.  
 
The resistant voice of Nurhalisa is an example of a dialogic discourse that is subject to appropriation by 
others who do not necessarily share our standpoint. Despite our effort and wish to let others to hear us exactly the 
way we hear ourselves, however, the meaning that we wish to convey is not for us alone to determine. Although 
Nurhalisa was courageous enough to challenge the long standing tradition, yet, as long as her resistant and 
established discourse is not responded appropriately, she will remain defining herself according to the mold that 
has been set up for her (Bialostosky 1986). Nurhalisa is trapped by her fate as a mere subject of a Sultan and at 
the same time her voice as a woman was left unheard and denied by the patriarchy society. 
 
Similar to Hang Nadim, Nurhalisa’s vocal and persuasive ways in wanting to see a reformation of the 
government and for her people to not live in fear has brought fatal consequences. She is found guilty in a trial 
that accused her of plotting to overthrow the government as well as an attempted murder based on fabricated 
evidences and false witnesses. Nurhalisa is impaled and Iskandar refuses to pardon her for fear of being 
perceived as a “weak ruler” if he is unable to confine the threat to his kingdom from spreading out of control. 
Nurhalisa’s unjustified death has left the subjects astounded as once again they had to witness the loss of an 
innocent life and the death symbolises the Sultan’s infinite power and standing in the society.  
 
In spite of Iskandar’s fondness towards Nurhalisa, his concrete and indisputable authority as a Sultan 
has pre-determined Nurhalisa’s fate. His primary interest was to send out “a strong message” and “to destroy this 
threat before it grows out of control” and there was no turning back his decision. Iskandar’s authority has defied 
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Bakhtin’s idea for a dialogic discourse between two speakers. Iskandar’s failure to acknowledge Nurhalisa’s plea 
for reformation echoes his father’s similar failure towards Hang Nadim. A contesting and critical voice should be 
responded appropriately and not be seen as an “issue to be settled or a problem to be resolved but as a 
conversation to be constructed and entered” (Bialostosky 1986: 791). Bakhtin (1981) viewed the relation between 
authoritative and persuasive or even resistant discourse as dynamic and even complex. The collision of Nurhalisa 
and Hang Nadim’s resistant voices and the Court Officials’ authoritative voices mark the ideological struggle for 
“hegemony among various available verbal and ideological points of view, approaches, directions and values” 
(345-346).   
 
After the death of Nurhalisa, the subjects are getting restless. They comprehend the fact that they cannot 
continue living under the reign of unjust Sultan. Nurhalisa’s unfinished quest for justice was succeeded by her 
own father, Sang Ranjuna Tapa. He committed treason by inviting the powerful Majapahit to invade Singapura 
and started the “holy war” against the vindictive Sultan. Ranjuna who was still grieving for his daughter decided 
to risk it all in order to restore order and justice in Singapura. The mark of Ranjuna’s treason symbolises that 
power is not absolute and does not merely relies on the hands of the rulers. Rulers indeed can be unseated, 
(Phillips 2012). This act of treason by the subjects is a powerful reminder for the rulers not to undermine the 
resisting voices of the subjects. Ranjuna’s treason is parallel to notion of dialogism of reacting to a rhetorical 
decision as a reflux of a failed dialogue. Ranjuna established the enemy that he should be fighting and he 
willingly took the risk and the final step to honour his daughter’s untimely death. Bialostosky (1986) claims if a 
dialogue does not serve its purpose, the participants “will both make it what it is and be made by it, conferring 
identities on their fellows and their communities, even as they receive identities from them” (792). The failure of 
the rulers to at least acknowledge these resistant voices has shaped Ranjuna’s dramatic transformation from a 
loyal servant to a traitor to his own nation and most importantly to his Sultan. 
 
 This moment is the climax of the play as the audience witnesses the shift of power from the Sultan to a 
mere initially powerless subject. Ranjuna decides to fight for justice for his people and most importantly to 
redeem the dignity of his daughter’s untimely death. However, Ranjuna’s vengeance and treason to his country 
were reprimanded with the curse of the royal daulat. He was hit by lightning as he was about to allow the enemy 
to enter the soil of Singapura and he was turned into stone. Singapura was attacked by Majapahit and Sultan 
Iskandar Syah cowardly fled to Johor and later he settled in Malacca and passed away peacefully.  
 
The absolute power of the rulers remains strong despite the determined struggle of the citizens and 
subjects to rebel against the suppression and ignorance of their voices. In order to empower these voices, they 
firstly must be heard.  
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